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This thesis is intended to address the following questions: 
(1) What’s the interpreter’s visibility? 
(2) Why must the interpreter be visible?  
(3) How to be appropriately visible? 
Taking the Skopos theory as theoretical framework, this thesis justifies the need for 
interpreters to be visible in interpreted communicative events by discussing different 
roles interpreters take in various settings and in each stage of interpretation. Then the 
interpreter’s visibility is re-defined. The new definition of the interpreter’s visibility is 
innovative in: (1) putting forward the concept of “appropriate visibility”; (2) pointing 
out that the interpreter should be visible throughout the interpreted communicative 
event, but s/he does not need to be visible in the interpretation of every sentence (3) 
clarifying the confusion of “being unnoticed” and “being invisible”, which further 
corrects the misunderstanding of the role of interpreter.  
This thesis also points out that interpreter’s visibility has two layers: linguistic and 
social levels. In the fifth chapter, some examples are provided to demonstrate 
strategies and methods for interpreters to be appropriately visible. This thesis hopes to 
provide some guidance for interpretation practice and interpreter training. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction  
1.1 Research Background  
As a bridge across different languages and cultures, interpretation, like translation, 
has been indispensable for human communication since the earliest times. However, it 
did not gain recognition as a profession until the 20th century when the development 
of technology greatly boosted the communication between different cultures. In the 
beginning of the 20th century, the number of professional interpreters was quite small. 
At the end of the Qing Dynasty when China was a semi-colonial and semi-feudal 
country, most cross-cultural communications were enabled by bi-lingual merchants or 
foreign affair officials instead of professionally trained interpreters. They interpreted 
with their limited understandings of interpreting and inadequate bilingual skills, which 
were hardly satisfying. No substantial improvement had been made until the 
foundation of the People’s Republic of China. The situation in the western world was 
much better. In the beginning of the 20th century, most interpreters in western 
countries were highly educated professors, diplomats and journalists who had great 
bilingual ability and knowledge of cultures and did a much more satisfying job in 
interpreting. However, there was not much improvement in interpreting theory. Due 
to inadequacy of research on interpretation, the understanding of the interpreter’s role 
was biased and distorted. The interpreters were considered as servants of speakers or 
conduits who had no part to play in the interpreted communicative event (ICE) except 
for language transfer. Thanks to the more and more frequent communications and 
exchanges between countries, this was greatly changed in the 20th century “attribute to 
its active involvement in social events ranging from state-to-state affairs to inter-
corporate businesses, interpreting is no longer a fresh thing to people from all walks 
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As interpretation gained recognition as a profession, the status of interpreters was 
greatly improved. Not only theorists but also interpreter users began to realize that if 
the interpreter only transfers the languages faithfully without taking cultural 
differences in to account or dealing with it, the communication could be jeopardized 
by cultural gaps and misunderstandings. However, despite the fact that people’s 
understanding of interpreter’s role has developed from conduit to cultural mediator 
and gate-keeper, which gives more and more power to the interpreter, the visibility of 
the interpreter remains a controversial topic which may result from the following 
reasons:  
(1) The interpreter can escape the question of accountabilities and boundaries by 
being invisible. 
(2) Different occasions require different degrees of interpreter’s mediation. 
Therefore, empirical studies of different types and modes of interpretation reached 
different conclusions.  
(3) People confused the concept of “being unnoticed” and “being invisible”. 
 Like translators, interpreters always found themselves in the dilemma of 
faithfulness and fluency. The Skopos theory freed translators from the dilemma by 
taking source text as “an offer of information”. Since the Skopos Theory is a general 
theory of translation it can be applied to both interpretation and translation (quoted. in 
Nord, 2001:104). Therefore, this thesis defines “interpreter’s visibility” from the 
perspective of the Skopos theory to shed some light on the power interpreters should 
have in interpreted communicative events and some examples will be given to show 
how the power can be properly used. 
1.2 Purposes and Focuses of this Study 
This study attempts to correct some misunderstandings of interpreter’s role and to 
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